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Introduction 
 
In August 2007, the Public Utilities Commission (Commission) took under review 
Nashwauk Public Utilities’ application for a Pipeline Routing Permit. The proposed 
Nashwauk-Blackberry pipeline will transport the natural gas required to operate the 
Minnesota Steel Nashwauk Taconite Reduction Plant and other related customers near 
the City of Nashwauk in northeast Minnesota. The application identified five alternative 
routes for the pipeline (see Appendix A for a map of the alternative routes):  

 2005 Itasca County/MSI Alternative 1 
 2005 Itasca County/MSI Alternative 2 
 2005 Itasca County/MSI Alternative 3 (applicant preferred route) 
 2007 NPUC/MNPUC Citizen’s Route – Alternative P1 
 2007 NPUC/MNPUC Citizen’s Route – Alternative P2 

 
 The Commissioner of the Minnesota Department of Commerce (Department) appointed 
a Citizen Advisory Committee (CAC) under Minn. Rules part 4415.0055 to advise the 
Public Utility Commission on Nashwauk Public Utilities’ pending Pipeline Routing 
Application for the Nashwauk – Blackberry Natural Gas Pipeline. The CAC members 
assisted the Public Utility Commission in determining (1) what routes should be 
evaluated and (2) what impacts and issues should be considered in the comparative 
environmental analysis of all pipeline routes accepted for consideration by the 
Commission. (See Appendix B for CAC Charge) 
 
The Citizen Advisory Committee (CAC) for the Nashwauk – Blackberry Natural Gas 
Pipeline included the following members: 

 Karen Burthwick – Itasca County; Mark Mandich – alternate 
 Karen Calaguire – Nashwauk Township  
 John Chell – Arrowhead Regional Development Commission 
 Keith Griese – Goodland Township  
 William Hanson – City of Taconite 
 William Hendricks – City of Nashwauk 
 Allen Jackson – Blackberry Township  
 William Litchke – City of Cohasset 
 Bob Norgord – Trout Lake Township   
 Carter Pettersen – Arbo Township 
 Dwight Randall – Lone Pine Township  
 Steve Raukar – St. Louis County  
 Bob Staydohar – Greenway Township  
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Methodology 
 
The Citizens Advisory Committee met three times from August 2007 to October 2007. 
The meetings were open to the public, and frequently additional people attended to listen 
to the discussion. The committee, through a facilitated process, discussed and made 
recommendations to the Commissioner of Commerce following the charge given to the 
task force. It was determined that prior to addressing the first task, “what routes should be 
evaluated,” in the CAC’s charge, it would serve the committee well to first flesh out 
those issues associated with the CAC’s second task of determining impact and issues. 
 
At the second meeting of the CAC, the five alternatives identified in the application were 
presented to the Citizens Advisory Committee (CAC) for review and to address any 
questions of clarity. After a brief discussion, the CAC members were asked to identify 
the critical route issues with each of the five alternative routes.  
 
The members of the CAC identified issues individually then paired up to select issues to 
bring to the whole group. In their discussions the CAC members found Table E-11: 
Summary Comparison of 5 Major Routes (page E-27 of the application) very useful (see 
Appendix C). 
 
The third meeting focused primarily on the identification of new routes. In addition, the 
CAC further reviewed modifications of proposed alternative routes and clarified some of 
the issues for each of these routes.  

 
Impacts and Issues to Consider 
 
The CAC identified the issues and impacts by responding to the following question: 
“What impacts and issues should be considered in the comparative environmental 
analysis of all pipeline routes accepted for consideration by the Commission?”  
 
The CAC members’ responses were identified and categorized into six areas: 

A. Balance between economic needs and the environment 
 Least impact to communities and wetlands; balance between communities and 

wetlands; impact on houses affected; least amount of concern to those near the 
pipeline 

 Whole environmental impact 
 Wildlife impact 
 Least damaging to environment 

 
B. Open minds – weigh thoughts and data leading to developing consensus 

 Fairness in decision process – balance; not one special interest driving decision 
 Consensus of route – at end we all agree 
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C. Site as far away from population as possible and still accomplish route, 
considering risk assessment 
 Safety 
 Safety – decision “will not come back on task force later on” (as a poor decision); 

impacts on pipeline during construction and operation; safety during construction 
and operation; safe for people in the area 

 
D. Find most economic route that is agreeable to the most people 

 Most feasible route; cost effective, accessible, least disruptive, fair to all 
 Feasibility and cost 
 Cost and profitability: to put the pipeline in; option for future profits with 

additional connections 
 
E. Flexibility for least impact to citizens directly affected by the route 

 Landowner issues: safety, loss of control of land, loss of usability of land 
 Least impact to citizens near pipeline 
 Human impact 

 
F. Impact on potential economic development and use of existing corridors 

 Follow right-of-way where possible – pipelines already there 
 Future development; use of existing right-of-way (all uses) to minimize impact 

for future development 
 Multi-use corridor: multi-industrial, multi-utility, multi-modal 

 
One of the issues (B) focused on the process for the CAC while the others focused on 
issues to consider in the analysis of selecting the appropriate route for the pipeline. 

 
Identification of Critical Route Issues 
for Each Alternative 
 
The CAC reviewed each alternative and identified the critical issues for each one. The 
issues included: 

2005 Itasca County/MSI Alternative 1  
Comments  

 Item – route uses 100 percent on an existing high voltage line corridor 
 Advantage identified – may be accessible to western ore reserves 
 It was clarified that the map in the application is not correct.  This route should 

begin east of Highway 2, not cross Highway 2 as shown in the application. 
 This alternative goes north and west of large iron ore deposits (therefore not 

having to cross) running from Grand Rapids to Hibbing along Highway 169.   
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Issues identified 
 Highest amount of wetlands crossed (total of 5.44 miles of wetland crossed) 
 Number of homes impacted (33 homes) 
 Length of pipeline (27.25 miles) 
 Too remote from other potential users along Highway 169 corridor 
 Some CAC members noted they could not identify any critical issues for the route   

 
2005 Itasca County/MSI Alternative 2 
Comments 

 This alternative crosses the iron ore deposits between Grand Rapids and Hibbing 
at the one available area known as the Minnesota Power 115 corridor to the east 
of Taconite. 

 Crosses potential mining areas – may be a cost to move the pipeline to allow for 
mining. Also, there is potential for an additional cost because of mining company 
charging to cross their property. (See Alternative 3 below for more detail.) 

 
Issues identified 

 Crosses wetland area and forested wetlands (total of 3.37 miles of wetland 
crossed) 

 One-third of the route does not follow an existing corridor, but the remainder 
follows various corridors including a natural gas pipeline. 

 Several of the CAC members noted they could not identify any critical issues for 
the route. 

 
2005 Itasca County/MSI Alternative 3 (applicant preferred route)  
Comments 

 This alternative crosses the iron ore deposits between Grand Rapids and Hibbing 
at the one available area known as the Minnesota Power 115 corridor to the east 
of Taconite. 

 
Issues identified 

 Does not follow an existing corridor – it was noted that about 50 percent of the 
route does follow an existing corridor, and 50 percent of the route creates a new 
corridor. 

 Crosses several major arteries including Highway 2, Highway 169, and the 
railroad line that parallels Highway 2 

 Crosses potential mining areas – it was noted that RGGS Holding Company does 
own land that has iron ore deposits under it. (However, it was discussed that the 
deposits may not be mined because the quality and location of the deposit was in 
question.) If this route is selected, there may be a cost to move the pipeline to 
allow for mining. Also, there is potential for an additional cost because of RGGS 
charging to cross their property. 

 Homes in close proximity to pipeline (five homes were identified with an average 
distance to the pipeline of 233 feet (fewest number of homes and furthest distance 
of any alternative) 

 Close to a special needs home located on North Road close to County Road 10 
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 Close to planned home for Ojibwa elders ¼ mile east of where route crosses 
Highway 169 (at Checkered Road) 

 Several of the CAC members noted they could not identify any critical issues for 
the route  

 
2007 NPUC/MNPUC Citizen’s Route – Alternative P1 
Comments 

 It was noted by a CAC member that Route P1, the citizen’s route along the 
railroad grade and the snowmobile trail (as developed in the application) is not 
what citizens recommended, therefore does not properly reflect the impact. This 
alternative was discussed during the third meeting of the CAC and is reviewed 
under new alternatives. 

 
Issues identified 

 Trout stream impacted by the route 
 79 homes impacted by the route (second largest number of homes impacted) 
 Longest of five alternative routes (35.44 miles)  
 Needs to cross railroad grade close to route’s start at Highway 2 
 Largest number of water crossings (17) 
 Closeness to homes (average of 103 feet) 
 Unable to construct a pipeline within 2000 feet of a mine blasting zone impacting 

where route crosses just west of Nashwauk 
 Unable or difficult to purchase land from active mines 
 Needs to cross through the city of Nashwauk (along Highway 65); the disruption 

of digging up and redoing existing facilities along the route in town 
 Crosses over iron ore deposits north and east of the city of Nashwauk (limits route 

of crossing iron ore field to the one identified above through Nashwauk or going 
about 7 ½ miles to the west to cross deposits just east of Taconite.) 

 
2007 NPUC/MNPUC Citizen’s Route – Alternative P2 – Issues identified 

 156 homes impacted by the route (largest number of homes impacted of all 
routes) 

 Second closest average distance to homes (90 feet) 
 Trout stream impacted by the route 
 Needs to cross through the city of Nashwauk (along Highway 65) and the 

disruption of digging up and redoing existing facilities along the route in town 
 Crosses over iron ore deposits north and east of the city of Nashwauk (limits route 

of crossing iron ore field to the one identified above through Nashwauk or going 
about 7 ½ miles to the west to cross deposits just east of Taconite.) 
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Modifications to Five Route 
Alternatives 
 
The CAC members discussed various ideas for modifying the existing alternative routes. 
A number of ideas were discussed, but there was sufficient concern for each new idea, or 
the applicant had reviewed the idea and provided enough evidence to the contrary, that 
the CAC did not find it a viable option.  
 
The CAC discussed a recommendation to remove Alternative P1 and Alternative P2  
from going forward to the Commission. The concern was the routing through the city of 
Nashwauk (along Highway 65) and the disruption of digging up and redoing existing 
facilities along the route in town. The CAC failed to reach consensus on the 
recommendation with a vote of 6 members supporting removal and 3 members opposing 
the removal. 
 
The CAC reached consensus on only one route modification to the record. 
 
2005 Itasca County/MSI Alternative 2– Gather additional data 
The CAC wanted more information on a route that would follow an existing eight-inch 
pipeline from LaPrairie to Nashwauk. This route travels a narrow route between Trout 
Lake and Bass Lake along County Road 21. The concern or question raised was whether 
the corridor was adequate to include this pipeline or whether there would be an impact on 
the bodies of water and homes in the area. The adequacy of the corridor also included the 
ability of the pipeline to “weave” inside the corridor or route so it would have the least 
impact to homes and water.  

 
Additional Information  
 
As the CAC discussed the five alternative routes, a series of questions or concerns were 
raised. These were either responded to at the time or tabled for discussion until additional 
data was gathered. The key questions or statements are identified below: 

 A new corridor (where none has existed before) does become a utility corridor 
that other utilities can use for future pipelines, powerlines, etc. 

 Corridors can be overlapped for inclusion of additional utilities but many factors 
need to be considered for the safe installation and operation of the utilities in these 
corridors. 

 The width of the corridors identified in the five alternatives is ¼ mile. This is to 
allow for some flexibility in the exact location of the pipeline. The pipeline may 
“weave” within this corridor subject to engineering and physical requirements. 
The application is for a corridor in which to place the pipeline. 

 Landowners along the routes proposed in the routing application have not all been 
notified.  Pipeline routing rules require that the Commission publish notice of 
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proposed route locations in each county where a route is proposed for 
consideration at the public hearing.  Department staff will request that the PUC 
require notification of individual landowners along all routes considered at the 
public hearing.  

 A request for additional data on the number of private landowners impacted by 
the five alternative routes and the length of the pipeline over both public and 
private lands was made and responded to during the meetings. (See Appendix C 
for this information.) 

 A request for a response to the question whether abandoned rail corridors would 
revert back to private ownership and a time frame for this to happen was raised, 
but because of time and the complexity of the issue, a response was not available 
for inclusion in this document. 

 
New Alternatives Considered 
 
Redefined Citizens Route  
As noted earlier, the alternative P-1 outlined in the application was identified by a CAC 
member as different from what was proposed. The CAC discussed a new alternative route 
following the snowmobile route from Swan River North, paralleling Highway 65 – then 
Highway 16 to somewhere near the Tank Lake area (similar to P-1), continuing straight 
north following the St. Louis/Itasca county line. It would then cross Highway 169 
between Nashwauk/Keewatin, continuing north and turn west following the northern 
border of the City of Nashwauk to the west and into the Minnesota Steel plant.  
 
The CAC discussed various modifications to the proposed new route especially where it 
would pass between Nashwauk and Keewatin crossing Highway 169. The best 
modification identified was having the route proceed as identified above but after moving 
partway up the St. Louis/Itasca county line to veer west south of the catchment area, 
circling around the catchment area and then going northwest between Keewatin and the 
City of Nashwauk sewage basin, crossing over Highway 169 where “old 169” veers off, 
then connecting to the bike trail skirting north of Nashwauk.    
 
Issues to proposed alternative 
The CAC reviewed the proposed new alternative and identified the critical issues. The 
issues included: 

 The route does not serve the best economic and environmental interests of the 
area. 

 Creates a problem if there is future development along Highway 169 in this area. 
 This route is one of the longer routes identified. 
 Unable to construct a pipeline within 2000 feet of a mine blasting zone, impacting 

where route crosses just west of Nashwauk. 
 Need to cross through the city of Nashwauk (along Highway 65) – the disruption 

of digging up and redoing existing facilities along the route in town. 
 Crossing over iron ore deposits north and east of the city of Nashwauk.  
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The CAC failed to reach consensus on the recommendation with a vote of 2 members 
supporting the proposed new alternative and 9 members opposing the proposed new 
alternative. 
 
New route presented by citizen 
Another new alternative route was reviewed by the CAC. This route was presented in a 
letter to the Minnesota Department of Commerce. The route follows an existing high 
voltage power line and starts east of Rice Lake in Blackberry Township, goes just west of 
Little Sand Lake, east of Panasa Lake, then crosses Highway 169 and into Nashwauk 
Township. (See Appendix D for the letter presenting the route to the department.) 
 
The CAC discussed the proposed route and rejected it as a viable alternative because of 
the number of acres of seasonally flooded basin and/or bogs it would have to cross. In 
these areas the water could be five or more feet deep, and the stability of the ground is in 
question. 
 
Modification to Alternative 3 
 The same citizen who presented the above alternative to the Department of Commerce 
also submitted in writing a modification to Alternative 3. The modification was to allow 
for the building of a home in Blackberry Township. It was noted that the modification 
could be addressed in the corridor identified in Alternative 3. No further action was taken 
with this alteration. (See Appendix E for a copy of this letter.)
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Recommendations 
 
1. Gather additional data for 2005 Itasca County/MSI Alternative 2 

The CAC wanted more information on this route following an existing eight-inch 
pipeline from LaPrairie to Nashwauk. The route travels a narrow route between Trout 
Lake and Bass Lake along County Road 21. The concern or question raised was 
whether the corridor was adequate to include this pipeline or would there be an 
impact on the bodies of water and homes in the area. The sufficiency of the corridor 
also included the ability of the pipeline to “weave” inside the corridor or route so it 
would have the least impact to homes and water.  

 
2. Coordinate the new corridors for the natural gas pipeline, new roadway, and 

new railroad that are being created to cross the iron ore deposit at the 
Minnesota Power 115 Corridor and connect to the Minnesota Steel Plant in 
Nashwauk. 
The CAC noted the need for all the corridors to cross the iron ore deposits between 
Grand Rapids and Hibbing at the one available area known as the Minnesota Power 
115 corridor to the east of Taconite. It was recommended by the CAC to overlay 
these proposed routes and coordinate the planning and installation of the 
infrastructure. 
 
It was noted by a representative from the department that this recommendation was 
out-of-scope for the CAC. The CAC members discussed this but determined the 
recommendation had value to the process and agreed by consensus to keep it in the 
report. 
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Appendix A 
 

Map of Five Alternative Routes 
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Appendix B 
 

Citizen Advisory Committee Decision 
and Charge 
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Appendix C 
 

Table Showing Summary 
Comparison of Five Major 
Route Alternatives 
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Appendix D 
 

Letter Identifying New Route 
Submitted by Citizen 

21



22



23



24



25



26



 
 

 

Appendix E 
 

Letter identifying Route Modification 
Submitted by Citizen 
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